Microbiology is the cleanest of all sciences, as we don't hesitate to consume microbes which reside in soiled places. From a humble understanding and usage of microbes for curd, cheese and wine making, they have reached a stage where human health seems to be dependent on their contribution to our metabolic pathways. Human microbiome plays a crucial role in whether a person will grow obese or stay slim. Well this journey from studying bacteria in isolation to using them as mixtures has seen the contributions of quite a few Microbiologists from around the world.
The Microbiology in India has a recorded history of around 8 decades. The Association of Microbiologists of India was founded in 1938 in Lucknow, U.P. among the large number of stalwarts who took up the challenge to take Indian contributions in Microbiology to global level, a baby Microbiologist was born on 9th August 1927. He was destined to be Microbiologist of repute and under his able guidance; AMI has seen some very good progress in science. He was none other than Prof. J (Jay Vakil): The Torch bearer Microbiologist of AMI. Human history has been a tremendous beneficiary of Lactic Acid Bacteria (LAB) in terms of culture, traditions, and well-being. Recent industrialization of food biotransformations have recognized the cardinal role of starter cultures in relation to quality and functional properties (aroma and texture) and features like growth and robustness of strains. Gradual accumulation of knowledge and processes in the above areas had simultaneous ramifications in the closely allied fields like taxonomy and physiology (particularly biochemical pathways) on LABs. An important stress factor on LABs is of antibiotics in milk on starters, the initial investigations in 1960s being limited only to the acid production-just to establish cause to effect. Pioneer work has emerged from 1960s from Dr Khem Shahani and his associates (Department of Food Science and Technology, University of Nebraska, Lincoln, USA) over decades, Prof. Jay Vakil being one of the earlier associates. A brilliant microbiologist, trained in his formative years under none other than Prof. J. V. Bhat (Father of Microbiology in India), Dr. Vakil earned his Ph.D. at National Chemical Laboratory under the mentorship of Dr. Finch, Dr. M. Damodaran and Dr. P. K. Bhattacharya in 1958 working on citric acid production. Starting from his early contribution to his significant contributions-on the physiology and biochemical pathways in Streptococcus lactis (now Lactococcus lactis)-have been the harbinger of knowledge avalanche in LABs. The series of publications on carbohydrate metabolism of lactic acid cultures, in particular focused on L. lactis Vakil and Shahani studied in depth not only the effect of antibiotics but elucidated vital facts on the metabolic versatility of the organism grown using different carbon sources and environmental conditions, aptly manifested in the bibliography that follows. This theme has relevance in the present predicament of collateral harm from the use of antibiotics resulting into a dysbiotic microbiome, which may not perform vital functions such as nutrient supply, vitamin production, and protection from pathogens. In addition, there are lucid publications on milk lysozymes, cottage cheese and Penicillium roqueforti lipase, among several others, to which the avid reader is referred to.
Dr. Jay decided to return to India in the early 1970s and got heavily engrossed in teaching and guiding students at B.Sc., M.Sc., and Ph.D in Microbiology, Medicinal Chemistry and other areas, just to name a few, at various organizations such as University of Poona, Bharati Vidyapeeth Deemed University, etc. Imagine thousands of students, more than 50 doctoral students and about 750 publications during his active career! It is noteworthy that a sizeable number of Indian and overseas scientists have been engaged in the areas handled by Dr. Jay. For example, effect of CO 2 on citric acid production an area dug into more depths with renewed interests; inhibitory effect of Lactobacillus acidophilus and acidophilus products; antifungals of L. acidophilus; broad coverage of his interests in lucid reviews and humongous publications on biochemical pathways and their controls focused on L. lactis strains.
